Clinical assessment and incidence of hepatitis C RNA in 50 consecutive RIBA-positive volunteer blood donors.
(i) To assess evidence of liver disease in 50 consecutive volunteer blood donors who were anti-hepatitis C virus (anti-HCV) antibody positive and who were referred to one hepatologist; (ii) to assay for viral RNA in serum in these patients. Royal Prince Alfred Hospital, a teaching hospital of the University of Sydney. Fifty people who were detected by the NSW Red Cross Blood Transfusion Service to be anti-HCV antibody positive and to have a positive result on recombinant immunoblot assay (RIBA) were assessed by one hepatologist for symptoms, signs and biochemical evidence of hepatic dysfunction. These patients were consecutive referrals from this source. Sixteen of these patients also consented to liver biopsy assessment. All patients had serum assayed for viral RNA by polymerase chain reaction with a combination of 3' and 5' primers. The 50 blood donors consisted of 28 men and 22 women, with a mean age of 34.5 years. Forty-six patients were asymptomatic. Only six had a past history of hepatitis while 14 had minor signs of chronic liver disease. In 28, injecting drug use was thought the most likely source of exposure to HCV. The minimal mean time since exposure to HCV in these patients was 8.8 +/- 5.2 years. Eight patients had received a blood transfusion at a mean time of 15.0 +/- 9.8 years from the time of consultation. The mean maximum level of alanine aminotransferase (ALT) in all 50 patients was 102.8 U/L. Five patients had persistently normal ALT levels; another 22 had at least one normal ALT level. Liver biopsies indicated chronic persistent hepatitis in 11 patients, mild chronic active hepatitis in three patients and more severe chronic active hepatitis in one. One patient had cirrhosis on biopsy. Forty-two patients had viral RNA detected in serum. Chronic infection with HCV in blood donors was invariably asymptomatic; 78% of patients had no signs of chronic liver disease and 68% had a maximum hepatic transaminase level of less than 100 U/L. Although severe liver disease was seen in two of 16 biopsies, the majority of these patients have mild liver disease despite a mean of about 10 years since exposure to the virus. Eighty-four per cent of patients had evidence of viral RNA in serum.